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Abstract 
This paper reports a study that analyzes the evolution of the concepts related to public participation and, in a practical 
perspective, presents the results of a research aimed to assess the level of electronic participation (e-participation) 
initiatives that are promoted by government authorities in Portugal at local and national levels. In this way the present 
research provides basis for local governments benchmarking, since there is no similar study concerning Portugal. The 
study revealed that local e-participation initiatives have predominantly informing character, and there is a lack of high 
level e-participation initiatives, like the one identified at national level, that provides more collaborative environment and 
as a result can improve relationships between government and citizens. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of CENTERIS. 
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1. Introduction 
In the last decade, the developments in information and communication technologies (ICTs) have 
significantly affected almost all aspects of human’s life. ICTs have enabled creation of the so called 
‘electronic’ dimension, resulting in paradigm shifts of already existing and apparently unchangeable notions 
related to business, governance and education. In this context, the way people interact, participate and 
collaborate in the modern society was drastically modified. 
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The field of public participation is also being affected by the transformation wave caused by ICTs, what 
has led to the emergence in the beginning of the 21st century of the phenomenon called electronic 
participation – e-participation [1, 2]. E-participation refers to the use of ICTs to support citizens’ engagement 
in the definition of policy-making processes and contents [2, 3, 4]. Among the benefits of e-participation 
Smith and Dalakiouridou [5] refer: (i) service effectiveness and efficiency, (ii) decision-making quality and 
legitimacy, (iii) active citizenship, (iv) reduced transaction and coordination costs in social and political 
relationships, (v) greater deliberativeness due to the qualities of the medium, and (vi) enhanced 
information-processing capacity.  
Since 2003 United Nations (UN) provide benchmarking of its member states according to the 
e-participation index. However, the assessment is based on national governments and selected ministries web 
portal [6], without considering the local level initiatives. Still, there are studies from all over the world [7-10] 
aimed to replenish this gap and evaluate e-participation initiatives promoted by local authorities.   
This study aims to present a brief analysis of the evolution of the concepts related to public participation in 
the last decades. Furthermore, it explores to what extent the e-participation initiatives are being promoted by 
local and national authorities in Portugal. Therefore, the present research provides basis for local governments 
benchmarking, since there is no similar study concerning Portugal. 
To perform the study at the local level, there was selected a sample of websites composed of the two major 
local governments from each of the 20 Portuguese districts. The national level analysis consisted in 
assessment of the evolution and adherence of ‘O Meu Movimento’ e-participation initiative - the only one 
promoted by the central government at the moment of the study accomplishment. It should be noticed that the 
methodology followed in this research can be used in other contexts, in particular for the evaluation of other 
Portuguese local governments or future e-participation initiatives, both at the local and national levels, as well 
as in other countries.  
The paper is organized as follows: section 2 provides the literature overview of the public participation and 
e-participation concepts; section 3 describes the case study where the levels of e-participation of government 
portals are analyzed, and finally section 4 performs the conclusions and recommendations for the future work. 
2. Theoretical background 
The present section is aimed to clarify the concepts on which the current study is based, namely public 
participation (section 2.1) and e-participation (section 2.2).  
2.1. Public participation 
Since 1960s public participation has been the main instrument to democratize, legitimate and enhance the 
quality of the policy making [11]. According to Arnstein [12], civic participation refers to the redistribution of 
power from the authority to the citizens. From the author’s point of view, there are eight types of public 
participation that can be presented as ladder with 8 steps (Figure 1): (i) manipulation, (ii) therapy, (iii) 
informing, (iv) consultation, (v) placation, (vi) partnership, (vii) delegated power, and (viii) citizen control. 
These 8 steps are grouped into 3 categories. The first two steps correspond to the non-participation, which 
main objective consists in the enabling power holders to educate the participants. The rungs 3, 4 and 5 
represent degrees of tokenism and allow citizens to hear and to be heard, however without any power to 
ensure that their views will be taken into consideration. The last three steps of the ladder correspond to the 
degrees of citizen power, allowing citizens to democratically exercise their power through a public-authority 
partnership [13, 14]. 
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Fig. 1. Ladder of citizen participation (adapted from [12]) 
In 2001 OECD introduced another classification of the process of citizens’ involvement in the decision 
making that incorporates the following levels of participation: information, consultation and active 
participation [15]. Information is a one-way relationship between citizens and government, in which 
government delivers information to citizens. Consultation is a limited two-way relationship in which citizens 
provide feedback on issues defined by the government. Active participation is an advanced two-way 
mechanism where citizens and government are partners in policy formulation, retaining the government 
responsibility for final decisions. 
Later, in 2007, the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) [16] has detailed the OECD’s 
active participation level, by dividing it into three levels: involvement, collaboration and empowerment. 
Involvement characterizes the process of working directly with the public to ensure that public concerns and 
aspirations are consistently understood and considered. Collaboration represents government partnering with 
citizens in each aspect of the decision, including the development of alternatives and the identification of the 
preferred solution. Empowerment corresponds to placing final decision-making in the hands of the public. 
The levels of public participation provided by Arnstein [12], OECD [15] and IAP2 [16] have similar 
characteristics. Table 1 presents the comparison between each of the considered participation levels. 
Table 1. Comparison of the levels of public participation  
Arnstein [12] OECD [15] IAP2 [16] 
Degrees of citizen power 
- Empowerment 
Active participation 
Collaboration 
Involvement 
Degrees of tokenism 
Consultation Consultation 
Information Information 
Non-participation - - 
Non-participation 
Degrees of citizen 
power 
Degrees of tokenism 
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8Citizen – active agent 
with managerial 
power 
Citizen – consumer 
of government 
decisions 
Citizen – informed 
and consulted 
passive agent 
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 Non-participation degrees of Arnstein [12] have no equivalent in  OECD [15] and IAP2 [16] 
classifications, and represent the absence of any public participation initiatives. Arnstein’s degrees of 
tokenism correspond to information and consultation levels in [15] and [16], respectively, while degrees of 
citizen power are represented in [15] by active participation and in [16] – by involvement, collaboration and 
empowerment levels. Empowerment in [16] has no corresponding level in [15], as in [16] the final decision is 
placed in the hands of the public, while the highest participation level in [15] presumes partnership between 
both parts (citizen and government) and preserves government responsibility for final decisions. 
Going up the levels of public participation, the role of the citizen gradually changes. In the 
non-participation stages citizen is a simple consumer of government decisions without a right to be heard. 
The relation mechanism in this stage is limited to one-way channel from government to citizen (G2C).  
Following to the degrees of tokenism (information and consultation in [15, 16]), citizen assumes the role of 
a passive agent who is informed and consulted but without any decision power. There still exists poor 
feedback from citizen to government (C2G) that is limited to the issues defined by the last one.  
Finally, in the last steps (degrees of citizen power in [12]; active participation in [15]; and involvement, 
collaboration and empowerment in [16]), citizen is presented as an active agent in the decision making 
process that is enabled with managerial power and advanced two-way mechanisms of information flow: G2C 
and C2G. The citizens’ voice should be heard and reflected back to adjust the existing government policies. 
2.2. E-participation 
E-participation is generally defined as an area of application of ICTs in order to support citizens’ 
engagement in the process of policy-making through deliberation and active decision-making initiatives [2-4]. 
In spite of being a rather new area of research, e-participation has already been object of a vast number of 
scientific studies (for example, [1-2, 4, 7, 13, 17-22]). E-participation enables citizens to connect with one 
another and with their elected representatives [22-24]. Therefore, e-participation meets the needs of both 
citizens and governments. In one way, it provides citizens with enhanced instruments for the access to 
information and political issues that are debated, discussed and legislated [25], and thus satisfies their 
requirements in being heard and involved in the democratic process. In the other way, it provides 
governments with mechanisms for development of new forms of promoting and encouraging public 
consultation [22]. 
According to the studies of Wimmer [4], Sæbø, et al. [2], and Smith [19] the main focus in this area is 
concentrated over a citizen [26] and the way to motivate, engage and keep him/her involved in order to 
achieve strong public participation in the decision making processes, promoting more efficient society and 
government support [14, 27]. 
The benefits that the traditional participation gains with the ICTs introduction are unquestionable, as those 
enable both government and citizens with the necessary tools to promote effective decision making processes. 
According to OECD [3] and Macintosh [23,28] the use of ICTs in the democratic decision making processes 
have the following main advantages: (i) facilitates reaching and engaging with a wide audience to enable 
broad participation; (ii) supports participation through a range of tools that provide citizens with diverse 
technical and communicative skills; (iii) provides relevant information in a format that is both accessible and 
understandable to the target audience and that enables informed contributions; (iv) enhances engaging with a 
wide audience to enable deep contributions and support deliberations, and (v) enables more effective analysis 
of unstructured information provided by citizens. 
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2.2.1. E-participation levels 
Based on the OECD’s [15] participation levels (section 2.1), Macintosh [29] proposed three levels of 
e-participation: e-enabling, e-engaging and e-empowerment that correspond to information, consultation and 
active participation, respectively. E-enabling is characterized by giving support to those who would not 
typically access the internet helping them to take advantage of the large amount of information available and 
addressing the aspects of accessibility and understanding of information. E-engaging refers to enabling deep 
contributions and supporting deliberative debate on policy issues through consulting a wide audience. Finally, 
e-empowerment is concerned with citizens’ active participation and influence on policy formulation. 
Taking into account IAP2’s [16] classification of public participation (information, consultation, 
involvement, collaboration and empowerment), Tambouris et al. [22] transferred it to the electronic 
dimension, resulting in e-informing, e-consulting, e-involving, e-collaborating and e-empowerment
e-participation levels. 
Table 2 presents the comparison of the e-participation levels proposed by Macintosh [29] and Tambouris et 
al. [22]. It can be noticed that e-enabling level in [29] corresponds to e-informing in [22], e-engaging [29] 
relates to e-consulting [22], e-empowerment [29] is divided into e-involving and e-collaborating levels in [22], 
while e-empowerment [22] has no equivalent in [29], as in [22] the final decision making is delivered into the 
hands of public. 
Similar to public participation, when going up the e-participation levels, the citizen’s role changes from the 
information consumer to the active decision maker. Besides, the purpose of the ICTs’ use is also changing: (i) 
in the e-informing stage [22] (or e-enabling stage [29]) ICTs are used to obtain information concerning policy 
making initiatives promoted by the government; (ii) in the e-consulting stage [22] (or e-engaging stage [29]) 
ICTs allow citizens’ opinions collection on the topic(s) defined by government authority; and finally (iii) in 
the higher e-participation levels (e-empowerment [29]; e-involving, e-collaborating and e-empowerment [22]) 
ICTs support citizens in their willingness to collaborate with the government (G2C and C2G) and between 
one another (citizen to citizen – C2C) in policy formulation and decision making processes. 
Table 2. Comparison of e-participation levels 
Macintosh [29] Tambouris et al. [22] 
- E-empowerment 
E-empowerment 
E-collaborating 
E-involving 
E-engaging E-consulting 
E-enabling E-informing 
3. Case Study: evaluation of Portuguese e-participation initiatives 
Web is one of the most important technologies that has changed the face of governance and the interaction 
between government and citizens [30]. According to Sandoval-Almazan and Gil-Garcia [9] e-government 
web portals are becoming central elements in the collaboration and sharing of information among government 
and non-government actors. This paper is aimed to analyze to what extent local and national Portuguese 
government websites are promoting e-participation initiatives to enhance interaction, participation, 
collaboration and information sharing among government authorities and citizens. The official e-government 
web portals are categorized by the level of e-participation they are offering to the citizens, according to 
Macintosh [29] and Tambouris et al. [22] classifications. 
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3.1. Local level analysis  
The analysis of the local level e-participation initiatives consisted in the assessment of a sample of the 
Portuguese Municipal Councils’ (MC) websites in terms of the level of e-participation according to the 
classifications developed by Macintosh [29] and Tambouris et al. [22]. The sample, composed of 40 MCs, 
included (i) the 18 MCs of district capitals; (ii) the 2 MCs of capitals of autonomous regions; and (iii) the 
MCs of the second largest cities in terms of population in each district (18) and autonomous region (2). 
The results obtained reveal that 36 (90%) of the evaluated MCs limit their relationships with citizens to 
providing electronic information about (i) decisions made by the local assemblies, (ii) activities that are going 
to take place in municipalities and (iii) projects developed by MCs, among others. The type of relationship 
identified in the case of these MCs can be classified as e-informing [22] or e-enabling [29]. 
Only one of the considered MCs (MCs of Funchal) is promoting e-consulting [22] or e-engaging [29] 
initiative that is restricted to spatial planning issues - revision of the Master Plan of the Funchal Municipality. 
Any citizen is allowed to perform his/her proposals or comments concerning the modification of the existing 
land management plan by submitting them on the MC’s portal. 
Finally, it was detected that solely 3 MCs (MC of Lisbon, Aveiro and Odemira) are providing their citizens 
with e-collaborating [22] or e-empowerment [29] initiatives. Nevertheless, these initiatives have a narrow 
scope limited to the budgeting planning. The budgeting e-participation initiatives encourage citizens’ 
participation in the definition of investment proposals for the budget and activity plan of the MC. Citizens can 
also vote for the resulting projects that they consider of highest priority for their city, contributing in this way 
to the collaborative ‘government-citizen’ decision-making.   
Figure 2 summarizes the above described results by presenting the distribution of MCs by level of 
e-participation initiatives that they are supporting.  
0 MC 
0% 3 MCs
*
7,5 % 0 MC 0 % 1 MC
*
2,5 % 
36 MCs 
90% 
[22] E-informing E-consulting E-involving E-collaborating E-empowerment 
[29] E-enabling E-engaging E-empowerment - 
*- limited character of promoted initiatives. 
Fig. 2. Distribution of MCs by level of e-participation 
The local government websites analysis has revealed that the majority of the MCs are limiting their G2C 
relationships to the e-informing [22] (or e-enabling [29]) levels and do not provide any C2G mechanisms that 
could enhance interaction, participation and collaboration among government authorities and citizens. 
Moreover, the existing e-consulting [22] (e-engaging [29]) and e-collaborating [22] (e-empowerment [29]) 
initiatives have a narrow focus, centered over the spatial planning and budgeting issues, respectively. 
3.2. National level analysis  
The evaluation of the e-participation programs at the national level resulted in the assessment of the 
Portuguese government portal. It should be noticed that at the moment of the analysis, ‘O Meu Movimento’ 
was the only e-participation initiative at national level promoted by the government. Thus, this platform was 
the object of the present study. 
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‘O Meu Movimento’ started on January 10, 2012 at the government portal with the purpose of providing a 
debating platform for Portuguese citizens in order to contribute for the improvement of Portugal’s future. 
Until February 29 each registered user was allowed to submit his/her idea(s) or movement(s) on 43 different 
topics, like Education, Economy, Finance, Deputies, Sports, Culture, Energy, Sustainability, etc. The 
promoter of the most voted movement will have the opportunity to present his/her arguments for the 
implementation of the idea during an audience with the Prime Minister. 
For approximately two months of activity of the ‘O Meu Movimento’, there were presented 1007 
ideas/movements: 645 – on January and 362 – on February. Referring to the distribution of the authorship of 
the ideas, 82% of them were proposed by men, 15% - by women, 2% - by organizations/associations and 1% - 
by unknown users.  
Figure 3 illustrates the distribution of the registered ideas per topics. As it may be observed, Economy, 
Education and Employment are the most popular topics with 145 (14%), 89 (9%) and 69 (7%) registered 
movements, respectively. Approximately 10% of the movements did not concern any of the proposed topics 
and thus were registered under Other label. 
As Education, Employment, Other and Economy are the topics where both men and women have registered 
more movements, it was decided to further explore these data. Figure 4 shows the number of ideas placed by 
men and women in the four referred topics. According to the results presented, it is verified that men were 
more active in all the topics with 92%, 83%, 65% and 72% of ideas registered in Economy, Other, Education 
and Employment areas, respectively. 
Regarding men’ contribution, it can be seen (Figure 4) that they were much more active in the Economy 
topic (130 ideas) than in the next classified one, which is Education (56 ideas), corresponding to 16% and 7% 
of the total men’ ideas, respectively. Concerning women’ contribution, it is noted that Education (30 ideas) 
and Employment (19 ideas) were the areas where they have registered the largest number of ideas – 20% and 
13% of the total women’ ideas, respectively. 
Additionally, it is important to mention that there were verified a number of repetitive movements 
registered by different users. For example, the platform contains 10 movements for legalization of light drugs, 
8 movements for reduction of number of deputies in the Portuguese Parliament and 6 movements for the 
abolition of new orthographic agreement. 
The seven most popular movements that were selected from the first round of voting collected 
approximately 50% of all votes, according to the results obtained on March 13. These movements are 
distributed by Education (4 movements), Culture (2 movements) and Employment (1 movement) areas.  
Fig. 3. Distributions of registered movements per topic 
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Fig. 4. Distribution of number of ideas registered by men and women in the four most popular topics 
Despite of Economy being the most popular topic with 145 registered movements, the ideas concerning 
this area were among the least voted (1.104 votes on March 13). Opposite to Economy, Culture topic with a 
much less number of submitted ideas (30), was one of the most voted ones (10.101 votes on March 13). 
The popularity of the Economy topic can be explained by the present complex economic situation in the 
country, while the lack of votes for the ideas from this area may be motivated by the specificity of the 
language used to describe them. In this way, people without technical backgrounds could not understand the 
benefits of the proposed changes and as a result did not vote for them. On the other hand, the ideas related to 
Culture concern the day-to-day topics, avoiding comprehension barriers and resulting in great support from 
the public. Following the same reasoning, the popularity of the Education area in both number of registered 
movements and number of votes, can be explained by two factors, the first one being the importance that 
people give to the topic, and, the other one the absence of technical terms and simplicity of exposed ideas. 
Opposite to the local level e-participation initiatives, the most of which were classified as e-informing [22] 
(or e-enabling [29]) ones, ‘O Meu Movimento’ is an e-collaborating [22] (or e-empowerment [29]) initiative, 
originated by the Portuguese government in order to look for partnership with citizens in the development of 
alternatives for the current situation in the country and identification of the solutions for its improvement. As 
the author of the most voted movement will have an opportunity to present the arguments for implementation 
of the idea to the Prime Minister, it is expected that the citizens’ choice will be taken into consideration and 
the idea will be further worked out (if necessary) and implemented. 
4. Conclusions and Recommendations 
Since 1960s public participation has been a fundamental element in the development of democratic 
societies. Nowadays, ICTs have enabled generation of new forms of public participation – e-participation – 
that have been improving citizens’ access to the policy decision making and providing a more interactive and 
collaborative environment for achieving common goals. 
This study presented a brief analysis of the evolution of the concepts related to public participation in the 
last decades. Furthermore, it explored to what extent the analyzed concepts, in particular those based on ICTs 
(electronic participation), are being used by local and national authorities in Portugal in order to improve 
interaction among government authorities and citizens. 
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The assessment of Portuguese national government e-participation practices have shown that citizens are 
taking part in e-collaborating initiatives (or e-empowerment, depending on the classification of the 
e-participation levels) by means of electronic participation in ‘O Meu Movimento’ government initiative. 
Being the main focus of the national level analysis, this e-participation initiative has revealed to be a success 
among the Portuguese citizens, as for the less than 2 months the platform has registered approximately 15.550 
users that submitted and/or voted on 1007 ideas, concerning a vast range of areas, where  Economy, Education
and Employment standout. Despite of the popularity of ‘O Meu Movimento’ initiative, there were identified 
some aspects of the platform that are believed could be improved. Among them are:  (i) absence of schedule 
for the activities on the platform, like periods of ideas submission and voting for the 7 most popular ideas; (ii) 
lack of feedback about what happens to the movements that were registered but not selected for the second 
round of voting; (iii) lack of mechanisms to verify and avoid submission of repetitive movements by different 
users; and (iv) lack of information about the scheduling of this initiative (if it is repeated over time or not). 
The local level analysis revealed that the governments promote mainly e-informing (or e-enabling), while 
existing e-consulting (or e-engaging) and e-collaborating (or e-engaging) initiatives have residual number 
and are limited to specific areas. Thus, there are no high-level local e-collaborating (or e-empowerment) 
participation initiatives similar to ‘O Meu Movimento’, where citizens could provide useful information to 
their local authorities and in this way enhance the C2G communication channel. The attitude of Portuguese 
citizens to ‘O Meu Movimento’ has shown that they are willing to actively participate in such sort of 
initiatives. Therefore, there exists a necessity for the development of the electronic platform(s) that would 
enable promotion of e-collaborating (or e-empowerment) initiatives at the local and regional levels. 
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